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Asked to pen a few words about the formation of the Singapore General Hospital (SGH) Pathology Division, which formally saw birth on 1 June 2016, I thought about the beginnings of pathology at the SGH campus, its journey to present day, and how fortunate we are to have been part of this exciting and momentous process of the conception, gestation and delivery of the SGH Pathology Division.
Looking back more than a century to the very early days of pathology practice in Singapore, a British bacteriologist employed by the government in 1903 was officially appointed as the 'government pathologist' of the first Pathology Department in the country. Interestingly, it was thought that the most effective way to reduce death rates in Singapore was to form a Department of Pathology where autopsies could be performed to better understand causes of death. 1 Subsequent pathology development over the next few decades was interrupted by two world wars; the first affected us less directly, while the second caused severe local disruption. 2 In spite of these challenges, post-war evolution and growth of pathology continued, with local pathologists helming pathology services. Notably, we still have in our archives post-World War 2 records of pathology reports, both handwritten and typed, with beautiful descriptions of tumours and other types of afflictions, classified in old terminologies which we would now consider archaic and obsolete.
My own personal memories of pathology began in the early 1980s in the old Pathology Building along Outram Road. This was where, as young and earnest medical students, we listened intently to lectures delivered by our esteemed Professors while seated on the hard wooden benches of the Pathology Lecture Theatre, reviewed pathology glass slides using microscopes in the practical classroom, and were quizzed on specimen pots during tutorials. This old Pathology Building, which was commissioned in 1958, remained the home of the government Department of Pathology and subsequently the SGH Department of Pathology, until its relocation to Academia in 2013.
Historically, pathology in SGH has always been committed to clinical service, with the key mission of delivering accurate and reliable diagnostic reports on patient samples. Pathology as a discipline, however, is fundamentally and deeply rooted in academia. The practice of medicine is founded on pathology. The diagnosis of disease requires pathological interrogation of patient blood and tissue samples. Much of today's understanding of disease relies on elucidating key pathology parts of aetiology, pathogenesis, and morphological changes that correlate with clinical manifestations, allowing diagnoses that can be addressed by therapy interventions. Pathology is inevitably a discipline of passionate souls who yearn to discover the causation of disease. Recalling my younger pathology days, the die-hard enthusiasts amongst us would spend any spare moments of time -including weekends and personal leave -to pursue simple studies based on patient material which, when published in modest journals, provided great exhilaration and individual fulfilment -such was the extent of 'academia' then.
The formation of discipline specific Academic Clinical Programs (ACPs) under the SingHealth-Duke NUS Academic Centre in recent years allowed Pathology to be inaugurated as an ACP in March 2013, incorporating the Pathology Departments of SGH, Kandang Kerbau Women' s and Children' s Hospital (KKH) and more lately SengKang General Hospital (SKH). With this, our focus expanded from pursuing pure clinical excellence to encompass goals for research and educational distinction. The relocation of SGH Pathology Department from the space-constrained old Pathology Building along Outram Road to right-sized laboratories in the Diagnostics Tower of Academia was a tremendous boost for our academic ideals -it provided the optimal clinical laboratory environment upon which pathology research and education could grow, exponentially. The academic vision suited SGH Pathology well, and the formation of Pathology ACP was the forerunner to the concept of Pathology as a Division in SGH, an acknowledgement of its role in underpinning all aspects of medical practice in the institution. We owe much to our Senior Management for proposing and supporting the realisation of the Pathology Division in SGH.
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Currently, SGH Pathology Division has four Departments in its fold -Anatomical Pathology, Clinical Pathology, Microbiology and Molecular Pathology -led by able leaders who will bring pathology subspecialty development to the next phase. So is there a difference between the Department of yesterday and the Division of today? While differences may appear subtle, the designation of Pathology as a Division allows the discipline to stand together with the Divisions of Medicine and Surgery as key clinical specialties in the institution. Departments within the Pathology Division interact closely with Departments within the Medical and Surgical Divisions. The Pathology Division segues seamlessly with Pathology ACP, which in turn embraces pathology service, research and education across the SingHealth cluster, interphasing with other ACPs and Singhealth-Duke Disease Centres. Consolidation and reorganisation of multiple laboratories into four Departments within the SGH Pathology Division combine the strengths of previously separate laboratories into larger pathology specialty-specific entities that leverage on the rich human capital in our midst, aligning along a clear mission of academic pathology excellence. Future directions and strategies are charted by leaders in these four pathology disciplines represented by the new Pathology Departments. The Pathology Division is the over-arching body that facilitates and drives the growth and development of pathology services, in unison and in line with SGH priorities.
What' s in the future of SGH Pathology as a Division? I believe the sky' s the limit, though we need to have both feet planted firmly on the ground while gazing into the galaxy beyond. Apart from increasing productivity, managing daily operational issues and continually expanding clinical test menus for patient care, 3 we need to have the ability to respond quickly to clinical requests and tap into emerging technologies that can aid pathology service delivery. Laboratory automation in various forms has been around for some time, though not all current automation systems are perfect or suitable for immediate implementation. We have to keep abreast of developments and ride the early waves of technological advancements in pathology practice. Computational and digital pathology is already integrated into our laboratory information system -the next steps are to harness artificial intelligence and deep learning to fully become a smart laboratory. While new platforms are continually reimagining how we practice pathology, we must never lose sight of our core purpose of providing quality laboratory services for improving patient care.
I envision our Pathology Division as an internationally recognised pathology ecosystem within SGH that buzzes quietly in the background, effectively anticipating and fulfilling clinician and patient needs, servicing clinical requirements at the highest standards, amid a vibrant educational environment where young pathologists are moulded, and where the research ground is rich, fertile and productive.
